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Findings -The results showed that service provider's competency significantly influence relationship marketing underpinnings. On the other hand, the influence of service provider's appearance on customer's perception of commitment and conflict was not supported. Further, relationship marketing underpinnings significantly influence customer's satisfaction. Finally, customer's satisfaction significantly influencescustomer'sloyalty towards the hotel. Implications -The empirical evidence of the association between service provider's attributes, relationship marketing underpinnings, customer's satisfaction, and loyalty contributes to relationship marketing literature.
Introduction
The study and practice of relationship marketing has experienced explosive growth over the past two decades. Companies need to move from short-term transaction goals to long-term relational goalsmovement from a focus on exchanges and transactions towards a focus on value laden relationships and networks (Grönroos, 1994) .
By moving from transactional discrete exchanges towards relational exchanges, benefits can be gained by both buyers and sellers (Berry, 1995) . For buyers, relationships can help them reduce risk and/or transaction costs (Crosby et al., 1990; Berry, 1995; Bejouet al., 1998) . For sellers, relationships can help them reduce defections and create loyalty which in turn have positive influence on firm's profitability (Reichheld and Sasser, 1990) . Indeed, hoteliers are seeking ways to build long-term relationships with customers and to understand the factors that influence loyalty, in order to survive in the competitive nature of the hotel industry (Kandampully and Suhartanto, 2000) .
Although relationship marketing literature has grown over the recent years, little has explored the multidimensional nature of relationship marketing in the hotel industry. Moreover, it is no surprise that most of the studies and work done on relationship marketing focused on the Western perspectives and several researchers suggest replicating their studies in different cultures. Being culturally collectivist (Ndubisi, 2004) , a study on relationship marketing is necessary, as different implications may be unveiled and assist managers in designing effective relationship marketing and customer's loyalty strategies. Bitner (1995) has demonstrated that whenever a customer interacts with a service provider either by phone, email, or in person, a service encounter occurs, which contributes to customer's satisfaction and loyalty. The service provider or the salesperson is the primary if not the sole contact point of the customerthe salesperson is the company (Crosby, et al., 1990) , whose characteristics and behaviors can have considerable impact on the outcome of the interactions with customers (Guenzi and Pelloni, 2004) . However, little effort has been made to examine how hotel service provider's attributes as perceived by customers influence relationship marketing underpinnings to gain customer's satisfaction and loyalty.
Although keeping customers satisfied is important, loyal customers are more valuable (Bowen and Shoemaker, 1998) . Therefore, customer's loyalty has been explained as a fundamental goal of firms to be attained. Reichheld and Sasser (1990) found that companies can increase profits by almost 100% by retaining only 5% more of their customers. They concluded that building relationships with customers might be of strategic focus for most service firms. Customer's loyalty is particularly vital to the hotel industry because loyal customers help promote the hotel by providing positive word-of-mouth, ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 628 increase sales, reduce operational costs, and sometimes serve as an information source to other customers by acting as part time employees (Bowen and Shoemaker, 1998; Bowen and Chen, 2001) .
Although an extensive and thorough body of literature exists on customer's satisfaction and loyalty (e.g. Bowen and Shoemaker, 1998; Bowen and Chen, 2001; Skogland and Sigaw, 2004; Bielen and Demoulin, 2007; Namkung and Jang, 2009; Nam and Lee, 2011) , past studies have reported mixed results regarding the relationship between customer's satisfaction and loyalty and multiple views exist on the conceptualization of customer's loyalty.
As such, the purpose of this study is to explore the influence of service provider's attributes on relationship marketing underpinnings, which in turn influence exchange outcomes defined as customer's satisfaction and loyalty within the Egyptian hotel industry. Specifically, examine the influence of service provider's attributes namely: expertise, experience, and physical appearance on relationship marketing underpinnings. Second, determine the influence of relationship marketing underpinnings namely: communication, trust, commitment , and conflict on customer's satisfaction and loyalty. Finally, explore the association between customer's satisfaction and loyalty.
The paper is organized as follows. First, the conceptual framework and research hypotheses are presented. Further, the methodology used to test the proposed model is explained,
followed by a presentation of the results of data analysis. Finally, a discussion of the study findings and implications is considered. Figure 1 depicts the proposed conceptual framework. First, this study examines the influence of three service provider attributes identified by Kim and Cha (2002) as: expertise, experience, and physical appearance, on relationship marketing underpinnings.
Conceptual framework and hypotheses development
As for relationship marketing underpinnings, previous researchers suggested trust and commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Henning-Thurau et al., 2002; Wong and Sohal, 2002) . Communication is also regarded as an important underpinning of relationship marketing (Ndubisi, 2004; Sin et al., 2005; Ndubisi, 2007) .
Despite the functional benefits of conflict, only few studies added the concept of conflict to relationship marketing underpinnings. Hence, relationship marketing in this study is measured through customer's perception of four underpinnings namely: communication, trust, commitment, and conflict.
As understanding the formation of customer's loyalty remains a crucial management issue (Guenzi and Georges, 2010) , the study focuses on customer's satisfaction and loyalty as outcomes to relationship marketing.
Figure 1 Proposed Conceptual Framework

Service provider attributes and relationship marketing underpinnings
Investigations into the effect of service provider's attributes on relationship marketing underpinnings have demonstrated that it is the most important antecedent of trust and satisfaction (Kim and Cha, 2002; Castellanos-Verdugo et al., 2009; Guenzi and Georges, 2010) . In the context of the financial service industry, Bejouet al. (1998) showed that service provider's knowledge contributed significantly towards customer's perception of relationship satisfaction. Research has also found that expertise encourages trust (Crosbyet al., 1990; Moorman et al., 1993; Macintosh, 2007 and Julander (2009) showed that service provider's attractiveness had a significant impact on customer's satisfaction in the bookstore and airline settings. With this in mind, it becomes apparent that there is a need to consider the impact of service provider attributes on relationship marketing underpinnings since previous studies either investigated single attribute (e.g. expertise) or link aggregate measures of service provider's attributes to one relationship marketing underpinning (e.g. trust). Therefore: H1: Communication is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) expertise; b) experience; and c) appearance.
H2: Trust is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) expertise; b) experience; and c) appearance.
H3: Commitment is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) expertise; b) experience; and c) appearance.
H4: Conflict is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) expertise; b) experience; and c) appearance.
Relationship marketing underpinnings and customer's satisfaction
Previous research provided evidence that relationship marketing had pronounced effect on customer's satisfaction and loyalty. For example, relationship marketing underpinnings of trust, commitment, and communication help service organizations gain privileged information about customer's ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 677 needs, and thus serve them satisfactorily (Ndubisi and Wah, 2005) . Further, relationship trust and commitment are proved to impact importers of Thai products satisfaction (Terawatanavong et al., 2007) . Trust and commitment are also found to impact relationship quality at a large chain departmental store in Australia (Wong and Sohal, 2002) . Moreover, fostering loyalty requires banks to be trustworthy, committed to the service, reliable, and able to handle conflicts well (Ndubisi, 2006 (Ndubisi, , 2007 .
As can be seen, dearth of literature has been conducted to examine the direct link between relationship marketing underpinnings and customer's satisfaction. In addition, studies on relationship marketing multidimensional nature have been restricted to service organizations such as banks, retailers, and other settings, as hardly any work has been done in the hotel industry. Indeed: H5: Satisfaction is a function of relationship marketing underpinnings namely: a) communication; b) trust; c) commitment; and d) conflict. Morgan and Hunt (1994) demonstrated that trust and commitment are important constructs for measuring customer's loyalty and likelihood to repurchase. Past studies have showed that communication is a keyantecedent of trust (e.g. Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi et al., 2007) . In ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 677 addition, trust correlates positively with commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Wong and Sohal, 2002; Cater and Zabkar, 2009 ). Despite the interrelationships among relationship marketing underpinnings, that in turn will impact exchange outcomes, only few studies have examined the influence of relationship marketing underpinnings on one another. Thus:
H6: Trust is a function of communication.
H7: Commitment is a function of trust.
Customer's satisfaction and loyalty
Several studies have been conducted to explore the relationship between customer's satisfaction and loyalty. For instance, satisfaction with a hotel is directly related to repurchase as well as positive word-of-mouth communication intentions (Oh, 1999) . Similarly, customer's overall satisfaction levels positively influence their likelihood of returning to the same hotel (Choi and Chu, 2001) . Further, interpersonal relationships are found to impact customer's satisfaction and loyalty in the retail context (Guenzi and Pelloni, 2004; Vesel and Zabkar, 2009; Adjei and Clark, 2010) . In recent years, researchers empirically validated the association between customer's satisfaction and loyalty in restaurants (Namkung and Jang, 2009; Nam and Lee, 2011; Ryu and Han, 2011) . Moreover, the effect of visitor's satisfaction attending a festival has been described as a predictor of loyalty (Kim et al., 2010; Yoon et al., 2010) .
By contrast , Skogland Sigaw (2004) claimed that customer's satisfaction does not have the substantive influence on loyalty that has previously been assumed. Bowen and shoemaker (1998) indicated that travelers who do not regularly visit a particular area cannot be loyal to a property because they will never return to the area. In addition, some luxury hotel guests seek variety and visit a different property each time they return to an area.
Despite the multifaceted nature of customer's loyalty, previous studies have not captured the full range of potential loyalty reactions that may follow a service encounter. For example, Guenzi and Pelloni (2004) focused solely on repatronage behavior and measured the construct with a single item scale. Furthermore, in Oh (1999) and Bowen and Chen (2001) studies, purchase intentions and willingness to recommend were the only two dimensions used.
Given the lack of consensus in this area, the relationship between hotel customer's satisfaction and loyalty and the conceptualization of customer's loyalty remain unclear and challenging. As such:
H8: Loyalty is a function of satisfaction.
Research methodology Measures
The researcher selected measures for the model constructs from previous studies which were found reliable and valid. Specifically, Kim and Cha (2002) scale is used for expertise (3 items), experience (3 items), and physical appearance (3 items).
‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 677
To measure communication, three items are adapted from Ndubisi (2007) . To measure trust, five items are adapted from Crosbyet al. (1990) , Morgan and Hunt (1994), and Gwinneret al. (1998) . Commitment is assessed using five items adapted from Moormanet al., (1992) , Morgan and Hunt (1994) , and Wong and Sohal (2002) . To measure conflict, three items are utilized from Roberts et al. (2003) . Four items are determined from Henning-Thurauet al., (2002) to measure satisfaction. Finally, customer's loyalty is measured based on Bloemeret al., (1999) 13 items battery. All items are rated on a five point Likert scale (1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree).
Sample
A stratified random sampling approach based upon the star rating system (five and four star hotels), is adopted. The appropriate sample size is based on the number of five and four star hotel rooms' capacity in Sharm El-Sheikh, which is 40818 rooms (Egyptian Hotel Association, 2011).
According to Sekaran (2010) , if the number of population to be sampled is more than 40,000, the sample size should be 380. This sample size is proportionally distributed according to the number of hotel rooms' capacity in each star category, as in table 1. Source: Egyptian Hotel Association (2011)
Data collection process
The researcher approaches five and four star hotels in Sharm El-Sheikh via telephone, outlines the purpose of the study, and invites them to participate in the survey. The questionnaires are distributed to each selected guest room with the help of hotel's reception desk employees and security staff. A total of 380 customers received the questionnaire with a cover letter on university letterhead explaining the purpose of the study, ensuring confidentiality, and encouraging subjects to participate. The hotel's front desk management assist in assuring that the subjects had stayed at the hotel at least one night before they received the questionnaire. Subjects are allowed to return their surveys to the hotel's lobby reception desk.Of the total 380 customers selected, 329 responded to the questionnaire. After dropping incomplete questionnaires, 279 were valid for data analysis representing 72.6% response rate.
Data analysis procedures
Exploratory factor analysis is first conducted to identify the underlying dimensions of service provider's attributes, relationship marketing underpinnings, customer's satisfaction, and loyalty. Reliabilities of all constructs are tested using Cronbach's alpha. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is followed to examine convergent and discriminant validity. Finally, structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS 18.0 is used to test the research hypotheses.
Data analysis and results
Exploratory factor analysis
An exploratory factor analysis with principal component extraction and Varimax rotation was performed to assess the dimensions of all the model constructs. Those items with communalities less than 0.50, items with high cross loadings, or factor loadings less than 0.40 should be removed (Hair et al., 2010) .
Based on the results uncovered in the exploratory factor analysis, a revised model of the hypothesized relationships is presented in figure 2 . The analysis has proven that service provider's attributes pertained to two dimensions: competency and physical appearance. Also, relationship marketing four underpinnings did not hold up in the Egyptian hotel context, instead three factors were revealed: assurance, commitment, and conflict. Therefore, the following research hypotheses were formulated:
‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 678 H1: Assurance is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) competency; b) appearance.
H2: Commitment is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) competency; b) appearance.
H3: Conflict is a function of service provider attributes namely: a) competency; b) appearance.
H4: Satisfaction is a function of relationship marketing underpinnings namely: a) assurance; b) commitment; and c) conflict.
H5: Loyalty is a function of satisfaction.
Reliability and validity
Cronbach's alpha was utilized to measure the internal consistency of the measurement items (see table 2 ). The alpha values ranged from 0.70 to 0.92, exceeding the threshold of 0.70 specified by Hair et al. (2010) .
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to assess the construct validity of the measurement items. Construct validity was examined through convergent and discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2010) .
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Figure 2 Revised conceptual framework
To estimate convergent validity among measurement items, the standardized loadings should exceed 0.50 and be statistically significant. Also, average variance extracted (AVE) of 0.50 or higher is a good rule of thumb suggesting adequate convergence (Hair et al., 2010) . All loadings were above 0.50 except for loyalty items 9, 10, 11, and 12, which fell significantly below the desired 0.50 threshold (see table 2 ). Average variance extracted of loyalty falls below the threshold of 0.50, another indicator of perhaps improvement of the construct by eliminating items with low convergence. Therefore, they become prime candidates of deletion. Another two items from loyalty (item 7 and 8) fell below the suggested level, but were close to 0.50. As the principal component analysis results showed that these items ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 660 did load on a single factor, it was decided not to eliminate these items based on content validity considerations. Note: All loadings are significant at p< 0.001. AVE = average variance extracted.
Discriminant validity was assessed by comparing the AVE of any two constructs with the square of the correlation estimate between these constructs. The variance extracted estimates should be greater than the squared correlations (Hair et al., ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 662 2010). All AVE estimates are greater than the corresponding interconstruct squared correlation estimates except for satisfaction and loyalty (see table 3 ). Accordingly, a fit comparison of nested models was performed. Model with correlation between the two factors constrained to 1.00 was compared to a model where the two factors were free to correlate. A significant lower Chi-square ( ) value for the unconstrained model supports discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2010) . Since the difference in Chi-square was statistically significant ( = 7.553, 1, p<0.05) , the existence of discriminant validity was inferred. The model revealed a significat Chi-square ( = 1528.199, 583,p< 0.001) , thereby suggesting that the model fit was not entirely adequate. However, Chi-square ( ) test is sensitive to sample size, which may lead to inaccurate results (Hair et al., 2010) . Therefore, other fit indices are reported including comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square residual (RMR), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA).
The values of RMR and RMSEA were 0.060 and 0.076 respectively, thus fell within the desired range as suggested by Hair et al. (2010) . The CFI index was slightly below the 0.90 threshold (Byrne, 2009; Hair et al., 2010) . Consequently, the hypothesized model reasonably fits the sample data. The structural paths were examined for theoretical and practical implications.
The parameter estimates should exhibit correct sign and size and be consistent with the underlying theory. Nonsignificant parameters can be considered unimportant to the model and should be deleted (Byrne, 2009 
Conclusion
The study is set out to investigate the influence of service provider's attributes on relationship marketing underpinnings, which in turn influence exchange outcomes defined as customer's satisfaction and loyalty within the Egyptian hotel context. The findings revealed that service provider's competency is significantly related to relationship marketing underpinnings: assurance, commitment, and conflict. Further, service provider's appearance is significantly related to assurance. The paths linking service provider's appearance to commitment and conflict are not supported in this study. Moreover, relationship marketing underpinnings are significantly related to customer's satisfaction. Finally, the direct link between customer's satisfaction and loyalty is supported.
This study provides hotel managers with empirical evidence of the personal characteristics that service providers should adopt to influence the creation of long term relationships with customers. Managers should ensure that service providers reflect demonstrated competency in service encounters. Also, managers should examine the manner in which employees dress and determine if changes need to be made in color, design, and intensity.
To stimulate service providers to perform the desired relational behaviors, hotel managers should select and recruit candidates for positions depending on their relational skills and attributes. Managers also need to design training programs to help employees develop the skills and competencies required to ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 668 successfully adopt relationship marketing strategy. Such programs should also emphasize the importance of physical appearance at least during the initial encounters. Moreover, managers need to develop reward systems based on relationship marketing indicators such as customer's satisfaction and loyalty. Further, the findings indicated that customer's satisfaction and loyalty could be achieved through relationship marketing practices. In implementing relationship marketing, hotel managers have no control over customer's preferences and inherent perspectives and some customers want long term relationships and others not, thereby the customer database should be carefully refined and segmented. The 80/20 rule applies in the hotel industrythat is approximately 80% of the total revenue comes from 20% of the customers (Kim and Cha, 2002) . Therefore, hotel managers should invest most of the marketing resources on 20% of the customers.
In addition, hotel managers should conduct periodic surveys to identify the overall customer profile and to segment according to their perceptions of relationship marketing underpinnings with regard to assurance, commitment, and conflict. Each segment has a different impact on hotel's profitability depending on their satisfaction and loyalty towards the hotel. Thus, each customer segment should be targeted with a specific strategy. A customer oriented strategy based on relationship marketing activities should be directed to the most profitable segment as these will eventually lead to better ‫السادس‬ ‫المجلد‬ ‫ملحق‬ ‫الرابع‬ ‫العدد‬ 5102 671
understanding of customers' needs to gain their satisfaction and loyalty.
To sum up, most of the research hypotheses presented in this study are unvieled by the resulting analysis. Inherent to these research hypothesesis the idea that service provider's attributes contribute significantly to customer's perception of relationship marketing strategy, customer's satisfaction relies more on the trustworthy information received during service delivery, and customer's overall satisfaction is positively and significantly related to loyalty. On the other hand, the relationships of appearance with commitment and conflict are insignificant.
